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Sustainability communication is no longer a company’s voluntary decision, as it is shaped by underlying 

regulations and legislation. Sustainability disclosures are increasingly expected from stakeholders, and the form 

of sustainability communication has shifted from narrative, brief sustainability mentions to structured and 

formalized reports with internationally recognized frameworks. Transparent sustainability communication is even 

more expected in controversial industries, such as the clothing industry, where companies face significant 

environmental and social scrutiny.  

In the recent years, companies in the European Union (EU) and the United Kingdom (UK) have experienced 

institutional change, including United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union (Brexit) and the 

development of EU sustainability regulation, such as CSRD. This thesis aims to investigate how sustainability 

disclosure practices among EU and UK companies evolved under the institutional changes between 2017 and 

2023. More precisely, this study examines whether sustainability disclosure practices converged or diverged and 

how coercive, mimetic and normative institutional pressures influenced these developments.  

The findings of this study show that sustainability communication became more formalized and structured 

between 2017 and 2023 by both EU and UK companies. EU companies demonstrated more mature sustainability 

practices already in 2017, while UK companies showed greater improvement during the study period. All in all, 

sustainability disclosures converged across both groups, which can partly be explained by institutional 

isomorphism. 
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Kestävän kehityksen viestintä ei ole enää yrityksen vapaaehtoinen päätös, vaan sitä muokkaavat taustalla olevat 

säännökset ja lainsäädäntö. Sidosryhmät odottavat yhä enemmän kestävän kehityksen viestintää, ja sen muoto on 

muuttunut narratiivisista, lyhyistä maininnoista strukturoituihin ja virallisiin raportteihin, joissa on 

kansainvälisesti tunnustettuja viitekehyksiä. Läpinäkyvää kestävän kehityksen viestintää odotetaan entistä 

enemmän kiistanalaisemmilla toimialoilla, kuten vaateteollisuudessa, jossa yritykset kohtaavat merkittävää 

ympäristöllistä ja sosiaalista valvontaa. 

Viime vuosina Euroopan unionin (EU) ja Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan (UK) yritykset ovat kokeneet 

institutionaalisia muutoksia, mukaan lukien Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan ero Euroopan unionista (Brexit) ja 

EU:n kestävän kehityksen regulaation kehittyminen, kuten CSR-direktiivi. Tämän tutkielman tavoitteena on 

selvittää, miten kestävän kehityksen viestintä EU:n ja Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan yrityksissä kehittyivät 

institutionaalisten muutosten myötä vuosien 2017 ja 2023 välillä. Tässä tutkimus tarkastelee, lähentyivätkö vai 

erosivatko kestävän kehityksen viestintäkäytännöt ja miten institutionaalinen paine vaikutti tähän kehitykseen. 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että kestävän kehityksen viestintä muuttui virallisemmaksi ja jäsennellymmäksi 

vuosien 2017 ja 2023 välillä sekä EU:n että Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan yrityksissä. EU-yritykset osoittivat 

kypsempiä kestävän kehityksen viestintäkäytäntöjä jo vuonna 2017, kun taas Yhdistyneen kuningaskunnan 

yritykset osoittivat suurempaa kehitystä tutkimusjakson aikana. Kaiken kaikkiaan kestävän kehityksen viestintä 

alkoi muistuttamaan toisiaan molemmissa ryhmissä, mikä voidaan osittain selittää institutionaalisella 

isomorfismilla. 
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1. Introduction 
Corporate sustainability reporting has faced a major shift over the past decade, as sustainability 

reporting is not only a voluntary practice but increasingly institutionalized, regulated 

framework that stakeholders are now expecting (Benameur et al. 2023) Within the European 

Union, sustainability reporting has been affected by various regulatory initiatives throughout 

the history, such as the Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) and Unfair Commercial 

Practices Directive (UCPD). Moreover, the European Union is constantly overviewing and 

developing their sustainability regulations to meet the responsibility goals set: Corporate 

Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which came in force the year 2025, introduced 

more rigid requirements to how organizations should disclose annual sustainability reporting 

and information (EUR-Lex 2022)  On top of that, the European Sustainability Reporting 

Standards (ESRS), which have been set by European Financial Reporting Advisory Board 

(EFRAG), define how the reporting should look (European Commission, 2023). These constant 

developments reflect transition toward enhanced accountability, transparency and 

comparability in corporate sustainability communication, making it one of the key elements in 

every corporate field.  

Meanwhile companies under the European Union are constantly affected by EU’s sustainability 

directives, regulations and standards and their developments, the United Kingdom’s 

withdrawal from the EU, “Brexit”, introduced another type of institutional change to this 

research. As Brexit introduced a potential divergence in institutional environments, it created 

the possibility that UK-based companies might gradually depart from EU regulatory 

trajectories, as they are no longer directly subject to the same legislative governing 

sustainability reporting within the European Union. However, as nowadays the sustainability 

norms and expectations given by stakeholders are affecting companies globally, it remains 

unclear whether this divergence would materialize in practice.  

As sustainability communication has witnessed exponential growth over the past decades and 

businesses are now expected to disclose responsible business practices with structure 

(Benameur et al. 2023), previous studies have examined for example measuring the quality of 

sustainability reporting (van Staden and Hooks 2007), disclosure strategies for transparency 

(Jestratijevic et al. 2021) and institutional pressures (Andrades et al. 2024) Moreover, there is 
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numerous previous research about sustainability communication and greenwashing from the 

fashion industry, which is a complex field from the perspective of sustainability (Janik and 

Ryszko 2025, Garcia-Torres et al. 2017) However, little research has investigated how the 

quality of sustainability communication and reporting evolve during periods of multiple 

institutional changes and whether companies converge or diverge under these conditions. 

Furthermore, there are no studies of sustainability communication practice changes and 

differences between EU and UK companies during the period of Brexit and increased EU 

sustainability regulation. 

The aim of this master’s thesis is to examine how sustainability communication practices in 

the clothing industry evolved between 2017 and 2023 within the European Union and the 

United Kingdom, as they were facing major institutional shifts and regulatory changes, such as 

Brexit and the upcoming CSRD. This research aims to assess whether these developments 

reflect institutional convergence or divergence under these changes. Drawing on institutional 

theory, the study evaluates the relative influence of coercive, normative and mimetic pressures, 

which are shaping patterns of convergence or divergence in sustainability communication. The 

study is analyzing the transitions through annual sustainability reports and/or annual reports of 

selected EU and UK clothing companies, focusing on the years 2017 and 2023. The clothing 

industry provides a relevant context for examining these developments, as the field is strongly 

characterized by different environmental and social impacts. Therefore, clothing companies 

face stronger stakeholder scrutiny and regulatory attention regarding sustainability practices, 

compared to many other industry fields and sectors.  

1.1 Research Material and Method 

This master’s thesis adopts a qualitative, comparative and longitudinal content analysis 

research design. The objective of this study is to investigate how sustainability communication 

practices in the clothing industry in the European Union and the United Kingdom have evolved 

between the years 2017 and 2023, when large institutional changes have taken apart. As the 

study focuses on analyzing patterns, structures and thematic emphases in annual sustainability 

reports rather than measuring any statistical relationships, qualitative research is the most 

sensible approach.  

The comparative design enables the examination of similarities and differences between the 

EU and the UK companies operating in two different institutional environments. To ensure 
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analytical consistency, the same structured framework and criteria are applied in both contexts. 

In this research, five EU -based and five UK -based companies from the clothing industry were 

chosen as a sample. The longitudinal elements allow for the analysis of change over time during 

a period 2017 and 2023 characterized by regulatory developments within the European Union 

and the institutional implications caused by Brexit. 

The empirical material collected for this research consists of annual sustainability reports and 

annual reports for those companies, who did not disclose sustainability aspects with a separate 

report. These documents were selected because they represent formalized and publicly 

available information of corporate sustainability practices over a whole specific year. 

Moreover, annual sustainability reports represent and reflect how companies structure their 

sustainability-relation information to stakeholders. The analysis focuses on reports published 

in two selected years: 2017 and 2023.  

The year 2017 represents an early phase following the implementation of the NON-Financial 

Reporting Directive (NFRD), providing a new baseline for sustainability communication under 

the European Union regulatory framework. Additionally, in 2017 the United Kingdom was still 

part of the European Union, yet first discussions of Brexit had started. In contrast, the year 

2023 reflects various institutional changes, such as the early preparatory phase of the Corporate 

Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), as well as the post-Brexit institutional 

environment. Even though the CSR directive did not come to force until the year 2025, it was 

first announced in 2021, which makes the pre-implementation most likely visible in the year 

2023 annual sustainability reports.  

To analyze the sustainability reports, this study employs a scoring-framework guided by 

internationally used framework – environmental, social, and governance (ESG) framework. 

The ESG framework provides a clear and structured way to evaluate how companies report 

and communicate their sustainability actions and responsibilities. Furthermore, this approach 

does not only enable to analyze how companies communicate ESG topics but also how the 

reporting structures evolve and how institutional pressure shapes those disclosures. This 

enables to compare the reports systematically while remaining the focus on the study’s 

institutional theoretical framework.  

The findings of this research suggest that all institutional pressures (coercive, mimetic and 

normative) can be found in the change of disclosure between the reporting years 2017 and 
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2023. Sustainability disclosure within both companies shifted to significantly more structured 

and formalized, yet EU -companies already disclosed sustainability in a mature way in 2017. 

The companies did convergence; however, sustainability communication convergence cannot 

be fully explained through institutional pressures.  

1.2 Research questions 
 

The purpose of this study is to examine how sustainability communication practices evolved 

during a period of institutional change between years 2017 and 2023.  

The main research question of this study is: 

RQ: How did sustainability communication practices among EU and UK clothing companies 

evolve between 2017 and 2023 during a period of institutional change? 

To support the main research question, the study addresses the following sub-questions: 

SQ1: In what ways did sustainability disclosure converge or diverge between EU and UK 

clothing companies during the research period? 

SQ2: How did coercive, normative and mimetic institutional pressures shape sustainability 

disclosure practices among the selected companies? 

1.2 Definitions 

Sustainability: Sustainability has three dimensions: environmental sustainability, social 

sustainability and economic sustainability. In 1987, the United Nations Brundtland 

Commission defined sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”  (United Nations 2025)  

Sustainability communication: Sustainability communication refers to how organizations 

disclose, promote, and engage stakeholders around their environmental, social, and economic 

responsibility practices. Sustainability communication can happen in various ways, for instance 

companies publishing their annual sustainability reports, through social media, or investor 

disclosure reports. Nowadays, sustainability communication is more structured and often 

guided nationally. It plays a key role in building stakeholder trust, demonstrating 
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accountability, and maintaining organizational legitimacy in a world of rising transparency 

demands (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). 

Sustainability reporting: Sustainability reporting refers to the formal disclosure of company’s 

sustainability communication. This can include environmental, social and governance impacts, 

risks, strategies and performance through annual or sustainability reports or other official 

disclosures. 

ESG: ESG stands for Environmental, Social and Governance indicators and refers to a set of 

standards used to measure an organization’s environmental and social impact. It refers to a 

framework used to evaluate a company’s sustainability-related performance and 

responsibilities. ESG has become one of the most widely used frameworks for sustainability 

reporting and corporate responsibility evaluation. (IBM 2024) 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) was first introduced in the 1930’s by Barnard (1938) and Clark (1939) as an element of 

running businesses. Corporate Social Responsibility refers to a company’s commitment to 

operate in three sustainable manners: environmentally, socially and economically. CSR has 

evolved into an important strategic and integrated part of business operations in all industries 

and is often embedded in corporate mission statements, annual sustainability reports and 

continuous stakeholder communication. 

Institutional Isomorphism: Institutional isomorphism refers to the process through which 

organizations operating within the same institutional environment become increasingly similar. 

Isomorphism can be divided to coercive, normative and mimetic pressures. Institutional 

isomorphism is the concept inside Institutional theory. (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) 

2. Theoretical background 
The theoretical framework of this study is built upon the models and theories introduced in this 

master’s thesis. These models and theories altogether build the theoretical base and framework, 

which all support the investigation of how and why companies communicate sustainability – 

particularly focusing on the changing institutional environment, in this case, developing EU 

regulations and Brexit. All in all, the study is grounded in institutional theory, which provides 

a framework for understanding how organizational behavior is shaped by the institutional 

environment they are operating in. 
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A central concept within Institutional theory is institutional isomorphism, introduced by 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983).  The aim of institutional theory is to explain why organizations 

tend to be homogenous and explain why organizations operating within the same field, facing 

same pressures, tend to become increasingly similar over time (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) 

According to this theory, three mechanisms through which isomorphic change occurs, can be 

identified:  

1) Coercive isomorphism, which stems from political influence and the problem of 

legitimacy 

2) Mimetic isomorphism, resulting from standard responses to uncertainty 

3) Normative isomorphism, associated with professionalization 

Coercive isomorphism happens when companies encounter both formal and informal pressure 

exerted by, among other things, government or other powerful actors which organizations are 

dependent (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) Moreover, cultural expectations in the society within 

which organizations function also arise coercive isomorphism. This kind of pressure causes 

change, and in some circumstances, organizational change is a direct response to government 

mandate as well (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) In the context of sustainability reporting, this type 

of pressure can be seen through legislative frameworks such as the Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive (CSRD), Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) and soft laws. These 

regulations and soft laws create formal and informal obligations and expectations, which 

influence how companies decide to disclose sustainability information.  

Mimetic isomorphism occurs from uncertainty, which is also a powerful force to encourage 

imitation (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) When organizational technologies are poorly understood, 

companies lean on other organizations within the same environment that are perceived as 

successful or legitime. According to Cyert and March (1963), the advantages of mimetic 

behavior in the economy of human action are considerable, as companies can find a viable 

solution with little expense. When discussing about sustainability reporting, it has evolved 

within a context of reputational risk, regulatory ambiguity and increasing stakeholder scrutiny. 

Therefore, firms may adopt reporting structures and disclosing formats from industry leaders.  

A third source of isomorphic organizational change is normative isomorphism, which stems 

primarily from professionalization (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) It reflects shared understanding 

within the same environments, conducted for example from professional networks and industry 
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associations. Within sustainability reporting, normative pressures occur within the adaptation 

of voluntary sustainability frameworks, for instance Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the 

annual use of ESG and SDGs. These voluntary frameworks set a professional standard, 

establishing widely accepted reporting norms and practices within fields.  

Institutional isomorphism provides a theoretical lens for a successful analysis whether 

sustainability communication and reporting practices among EU and UK clothing companies 

converge or diverge between research years 2017 and 2023. As EU companies are affected by 

EU sustainability regulation, EU firms are subject to stronger coercive pressures. However, the 

institutional change of Brexit may cause UK firms to be subject to stronger mimetic 

isomorphism as all these companies still share same normative pressures from buyers and other 

stakeholders. By examining patterns of similarity and change in sustainability reporting, this 

study assesses the relative influence of the three isomorphic mechanisms in shaping 

sustainability reporting during a period of institutional change.  

2.1 Previous studies 

Sustainability reporting has been a growing trend for the past decades, as companies face more 

and more expectations from stakeholders to take action for environmental, social and 

governance sustainability and development. Moreover, companies are not only expected to 

implement responsible business practices but also disclose these practices professionally 

(Benameur et al. 2023) At the same time, sustainability disclosures are shaped by the 

institutional environments in which companies operate. For instance, European Union have 

shaped companies’ sustainability reports through different regulations and regulatory 

frameworks, such as NFRD and ESRS, over years. Therefore, institutional changes may 

influence how companies communicate their sustainability practices.  

 2.1.1 Corporate Sustainability Reporting 

Richard Barker’s article Corporate sustainability reporting (2025) explains what corporate 

sustainability reporting is, what form it should take, what difference it makes and what role 

ought to be played by reporting standards. According to the article, there are six areas in 

sustainability-related disclosures on risks and opportunities can be contrasted with information 

in the financial statements. Firstly, sustainability-related information often involves higher 

uncertainty than financial data, as sustainability report also anticipates future events. Moreover, 

sustainability issues often unfold over long time periods, as for example climate change 
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impacts occur over 10-30 years. Also, financial accounting focuses on impacts on the company, 

whereas sustainability reporting focuses more on impacts caused by the company. The article 

also highlights that many sustainability issues are difficult to quantify precisely, or the 

measurement is indirect. Sustainability metrics are largely independent, and they do not come 

together in a single measure of sustainability performance. (Barker 2025) 

Benameur et al. (2023) discovered that sustainability reporting has witnessed exponential 

growth. They studied the development, conceptual structure, and thematic evolution of 

sustainability reporting based on 1053 Scopus peer-review articles published from 2000 and 

2022. Moreover, the study finds that companies with higher-quality sustainability reporting 

tend to perform better financially, since better reporting and transparency gains stronger 

investor confidence and stakeholder. They also discovered that institutional theory is a popular 

theory in sustainability reporting research. According to their findings, companies’ 

environmental disclosures reflect their environmental responsiveness and supports the 

expectations they developed in terms of legitimacy theory. trust (Benameur et al. 2023) 

Hawaj and Buallay 2022 investigated the worldwide impact of sustainability reporting on 

firms’ performance across seven different sectors: agriculture and food, energy, manufacturing, 

banks and financial services, retail, telecommunication, tourism. The results identify which 

sectors, to which extent, benefit from disclosing sustainability information and examine the 

extent to which sustainability reporting boosts operational, financial and market performance 

of companies. Findings of the retail sector are the most relevant for this master’s thesis: 

sustainability reporting positively affects operational performance, and it has a positive and 

statistically significant relationship with Return on Assets (ROI) and Return on Equity (ROE). 

Moreover, retail sector shows strong governance disclosure compared to other ESG 

dimensions. (Hawaj & Buallay 2022) 

2.1.2 Measuring the Quality of Sustainability Reporting 

Chris J. van Staden and Jill Hooks (2007) introduced a new framework to measure and evaluate 

the quality and extent of environmental disclosure. This index is based on the United Nations 

Environment Programme and it includes list of 32 environmental disclosure items arranged 

into six categories: the entity, management policy and systems, environmental impacts, 

stakeholders, financial impacts, and general. For scoring, this framework uses 5-point scale 

and 3-point scale, with in a total possible score of 100. Their findings suggest that companies’ 
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environmental disclosures reflect their environmental responsiveness. (Van Staden & Hooks 

2007) 

Yixuan, Aziz and Kharuddin (2025) develop ESG quality indices to assess the quality of ESG 

reporting through nine key dimensions: environmental position, environmental development, 

environmental performance, social position, social development, social performance, 

governance position, governance development and governance performance, which are then 

refined to 22 items. For scoring these 22 items, they used a 5-point scoring scale, where 0 = 

not disclosed and 1-3 increasing report quality. For validating the framework, Yixuan et al. 

tested their finding through Content Validity (CVI), Inter-rater reliability (Krippendorff’s 

alpha) and Cronbach’s alpha. (Yixuan, Aziz and Kharuddin 2025) 

Posadas, Fernandez-Feijoo and Tarquinio (2022) studied institutional isomorphism under the 

test of Non-financial Reporting Directive. Specifically, the authors evaluate what kind of 

institutional pressure has the highest impact on the quality of corporate disclosure on 

sustainability issues. The results highlight that normative and mimetic mechanisms positively 

affect the quality of sustainability reporting, whereas there is no evidence regarding coercive 

mechanisms. As said, the results indicate that new institutional requirements do not provide a 

significant contribution to the development of better reporting practices. The authors use an 

OLS regression model to analyze the effect of coercive, normative and mimetic forces on the 

quality of the sustainability reports. (Posadas, Fernandez-Feijoo and Tarquinio 2022) 

2.1.3 Institutional Theory in Sustainability Communication 

Andrades et al. (2024) studied different strategies to respond to sustainability reporting and 

institutional pressures in Spanish public universities. The study relies on institutional theory 

and findings reveal that Spanish public universities have responded to institutional pressures 

for sustainability reporting by adopting acquiescence, compromise, avoidance and defiance 

strategies. Moreover, the research suggests that Spanish public universities have not fully 

adhered to institutional pressures, when it comes to sustainability reporting. (Andrades et al. 

2024) 

Bhuiyan et al. (2023) examined the use and effectiveness of corporate sustainability practices 

and the subsequent effects on strategic outcomes and competitive advantage. The new 

institutional sociology (NIS) theoretical framework was applied, informed by coercive, 

mimetic and normative institutional pressures. The results showed significant associations 
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between all three institutional pressures with specific dimensions of corporate sustainability 

practices. (Bhuiyan et al. 2023) 

2.1.4 Sustainability Reporting in Fashion Industry 

Jestratijevic et al. (2021) conducted a quantitative study to identify disclosure strategies for 

transparency in sustainability reporting to support strategic thinking around transparency in the 

fashion industry. The authors cross-sectionally analyzed secondary data using four consecutive 

Fashion Transparency Indices (2017 – 2020). The findings of the study confirm the presence 

of four approaches to disclosure: measurable, ambiguous, policy-only and secretive strategy. 

The most transparent brands were those whose progress toward transparency was traceable 

over the years. (Jestratijevic et al. 2021) 

Garcia-Torres et al. (2017) propose an action-oriented disclosure tool, “Fas-Fashion 

Sustainability Scorecard”, to help solve the sustainability challenges of complex fast-fashion 

supply chains. The researchers conducted a qualitative and quantitative contet analysis to the 

sustainability reporting of the world’s two largest fast-fashion companies. The results showed 

that fast-fashion reporting has broadly developed analysis base yet lacks action orientation. 

(Garcia-Torres et al. 2017) 

2.1.5 Greenwashing 

Wu et al. (2020) studies corporate social responsibility and information transparency, when it 

comes to greenwashing. The analysis examines how information transparency affects a frims’s 

strategies and the social welfare, identifying both positive and negative aspects of 

greenwashing. For this paper, the researchers developed a game-theoretic model of CSR 

investment, in which consumers are socially minded, but they can observe only a subset of 

CSR initiatives. The results showed that greenwashing prevents consumers from making 

informed purchase decisions but raises overall CSR spending. Moreover, high transparency 

eliminates greenwashing and motivates a socially responsible, profit-driven firm to make extra 

observable investment under the threat of greenwashing. (Yue Wu et al. 2020) 

Janik and Ryszko (2025) conducted a systematic literature review of strategic typologies and 

content analysis -based measurement approaches of greenwashing in sustainability reports. The 

evidence suggests that to assume that companies uniformly pursue sustainability reporting 

strategies is a major oversimplification. Companies’ sustainability reporting strategies vary and 
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detecting greenwashing requires analyzing different cues in reports, such as sentiment and 

narrative framing, readability and visual content. (Janik and Ryszko 2025) 

2.1.6 Longitudinal Studies of Sustainability Reporting 

Hong Yuuh Ching et al. (2017) studied the applicability of stakeholder, legitimace and 

signaling theories by examining to what extent proactive corporate social responsibility 

disclosures were interrelated to attempt to gain and maintain legitimacy. The research was done 

with a longitudinal approach over a five-year period of 145 companies’ sustainability reports. 

As a result, the research could find significant increase in the quality of sustainability reporting. 

Moreover, the study suggests that improvement in sustainability disclosure quality acts as a 

meaningful signal to gain legitimacy. (Ching et al. 2017) 

Roszkowska-Menkes et al. (2024) studied the selective disclosure in sustainability reporting 

with the clothing industry. The study was carried out as a longitudinal study with the purpose 

to investigate the phenomenon of decoupling in corporate sustainability, exemplifies by 

selective disclosure. The analysis reveals that 69 % of negative event were reported selectively 

yindicating a prevalence of decoupling in sustainability reporting. Moreover, selective 

disclosure was found in three forms: vague disclosure, avoidance, and hypocrisy. 

(Roszkowska-Menkes et al. 2024) 

Jestratijevic et al. (2024) studies transparency of sustainability disclosures among luxury and 

mass-market fashion brands with a longitudinal approach. The study included 90 fashion 

brands, which were listed in the FTI index from 2017 and 2023. The results of the study showed 

that both luxury and mass-market brands consider corporate transparency as a broad area to 

practice their perfect duties, selectively disclosing information about their policies, 

commitments, governance responsibilities. processes on human rights and environmental 

issues. (Jestratijevic et al. 2020) 

2.2 Introduction to EU Sustainability regulation 

Over the past decade, sustainability reporting and communication have become increasingly 

shaped by European Union regulatory intervention. The European Union (EU) has emerged as 

a global leader in this development, continuously improving transparency, consistency, and 

credibility of corporate sustainability and its reporting through different regulatory 

frameworks. EU sustainability regulation operates as a multi-layered system, CSRD being the 

primary corporate law that requires sustainability reporting, to ESRS defining how to report, 
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continuing to different communication laws and soft laws, which help reporting framework 

and avoiding misleading communication. These regulatory developments create institutional 

pressure that shapes corporate behavior, affecting sustainability communication across various 

industries and moreover, across EU borders. 

This chapter outlines the broader structure and evolution of European Union sustainability 

regulation. Since the goal of this study is to discuss EU sustainability regulations’ relevance 

for corporate sustainability communication, this paper will take a closer look to frameworks 

that influence reporting content, standardization and the credibility of sustainability claims: 

European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS), Corporate Sustainability Reporting 

Directive (CSRD) and Non-financial Reporting Directive (NFRD). Moreover, this chapter 

addresses Unfair Commercial Practices Directive (UCPD) communication law and soft laws 

GRI, SDGs and UN Global Compact, since they are playing a role in sustainability 

communication practices and some of them are explicitly recommended by NFRD. 

2.2.1 Evolution of EU Sustainability regulation 

Sustainability reporting has a dynamic history that has evolved alongside societal shifts, 

changing attitudes towards corporate responsibility, and increasing awareness of 

environmental and social impacts (Rimmel 2020a) Sustainability reporting mainly focused on 

pollution prevention and resource conservation in 1970s and 1980s, until the 1990s witnessed 

a significant shift when the concept of Triple Bottom Line (TBL) was introduced (Gray 2010) 

Triple Bottom Line highlighted not only to report the financial performances of the company 

but also environmental and social impacts – capturing a company’s overall contribution to 

society (Elkington 1998)  

Shortly after Trible Bottom Line, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) foundation represented 

a significant step toward the standardization of sustainability reporting practices. Since then, 

more and more companies across the world started focusing on sustainability reporting and 

adopted GRI as a part of their framework for reporting economic, environmental and social 

dimensions, which eventually turned into the global standard (Luque-Vilchez et al. 2023) 

Moreover, In 2006 the United Nations Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) initiative 

was adapted, which gave encouragement for investors to incorporate ESG factors into their 

investment analyses and decision-making processes to promote responsible investment 

practices and improve the availability and quality of sustainability-related information 
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(Principles for Responsible Investment 2022) This was a remarkable turning point for 

sustainability reporting, since it no longer was discussed as CSR, ethics and corporate values 

but also became financially relevant and linked to long-term value. 

2.2.2 Non-financial reporting directive (NFRD) 

The important development of PRI occurred at the European Union in the year 2014 when the 

European Commission highlighted the necessity for legislative reform to improve sustainable 

reporting of companies. Non-financial reporting directive (Directive 2014/95/EU) was 

introduced as the European Union’s first major regulatory initiative to enhance the consistency 

and comparability of non-financial information disclosed through the European Union. The 

directive applied to 12 000 public-interest entities across the EU with more than 500 employee, 

such as listed companies, banks and insurance companies’ markets (Martinčević et al. 2024)  

The non-financial statement should contain key sustainability-related areas, such as 

information relating to at least environmental matters, social and employee-related matters, 

respect for human rights, anti-corruption and bribery matters. Moreover, the statement should 

include a description of the relevant policies, associated risks and outcomes of these 

sustainability-related actions. There is not one correct reporting format and the NFRD allowed 

entities to present this information freely, yet encouraged the use of recognized frameworks, 

such as Global Reporting Initiative. (European Union 2014) From the perspective of this study, 

the NFRD represents an important regulatory baseline of understanding the development and 

changes in corporate sustainability communication.  

2.2.3 Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) 

One of the most impactful regulations set by the EU and the new reporting standards was 

adopted in 2025, when Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) came into force. 

CSRD introduced more rigid requirements to how organizations should disclose annual 

sustainability reporting and information (EUR-Lex 2022) The Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive enhances not only transparency but also accountability in corporate 

sustainability practices: however, it does not require specific sustainability actions (EUR-Lex 

2022) The goal of this directive is to harmonize financial reporting with non-financial 

reporting, i.e. sustainability reporting (CSRD) and improve the quality of sustainability 

information of ESG risks and impacts. (Markova-Karpuzova et.al. 2024) Moreover, CSRD 



 14 

aims to measure and manage risks that affect the environment, society and governance through 

the ESG framework. 

The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive is obligated to apply 50 000 organizations, 

significantly expanding the scope of mandatory sustainability reporting within the European 

Union from the previous 12 000 companies (EUR-Lex 2022)  Furthermore, CSRD expanded 

the content of sustainability reports, as they now need to verify sustainability reports (external 

audit), as well as define the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) and 

verification standards and a specific electronic format (ESEF regulation). CSRD is applicable 

to all large companies operating in the EU and can also be applied to subsidiaries of global 

non-EU-companies that are not incorporated in the European Union but have securities on EU 

markets (Martinčević et al. 2024) 

Although the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive entered into force after the 

empirical period of this research, it remains highly relevant for understanding the institutional 

change shaping corporate sustainability communications and reporting. As the CSRD 

represents a clear shift toward more standardized and structured sustainability reporting, it 

interprets changes in sustainability communication observed during the later stages of the study 

period. The formal planning of CSRD began in 2020 when the European Commission started 

reviewing the NFRD, which lead to the proposal on CSRD in 2021. By 2022, the 

announcement and development of the CSRD had already created institutional pressure and 

shift for companies to improve their sustainability reports and disclosures. Therefore, 2023 

sustainability reports may reflect early alignment of the upcoming Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive. 

2.2.4 European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) 

While CSRD disclose that sustainability reporting must happen, the European Sustainability 

Reporting Standards (ESRS), which have been set by European Financial Reporting Advisory 

Board (EFRAG), define how the reporting should look (European Commission, 2023). Before 

defining CSRD and ESRS, it was difficult for companies to compare and measure sustainability 

reporting standards and frameworks, yet nowadays it is largely standardized and unified. The 

main purpose of ESRS is to enable a simple and logical structure for sustainability information 

and reporting. Two main groups of stakeholders are considered in the ESRS: affected 
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stakeholders and users of sustainability reporting, which include investors, but also other users 

such as undertakings business partners, trade unions and social partners (EY 2023)  

The first set of European Sustainability Reporting Standards, comprising 12 standards and 

adopted by the EC on 31 July 2023, are applicable to all companies subject to the CSRD. The 

overall structure of the first set of ESRS was designed to ensure that sustainability information 

is reported in a carefully articulated manner, only including cross-cutting and topical standards. 

Nowadays, there are three ESRS categories that companies must follow while doing 

sustainability reporting: 

1. Cross-cutting (ESRS1 and ESRS2) 

2. Topical Standards (environmental, social and human rights, and 

governance) (ESG) 

3. Sector-specific standards 

ESRS standards are numbered to explain in a hierarchical standard system, ESRS1 and ESRS2 

being the cross-cutting standards that build the foundation of all sustainability reporting under 

CSRD, applying to all companies. Moreover, the cross-cutting standards are designed to apply 

to all sustainability aspects of the CSRD.  ESRS1 represents the general requirements of 

reporting by setting principles, scope and double materiality. It prescribes the mandatory 

concepts when preparing sustainability statements under the CSRD. For instance, a detailed 

explanation of the conclusions of the materiality assessment must be provided if an undertaking 

concludes that climate change is not material and therefore it does not report in accordance 

with ESRS E1. (EY 2023)  

ESRS2 sets out the disclosure requirements of sustainability reporting that are cross-cutting. It 

specifies what every company must disclose in the four following reporting areas: 1) 

Governance, 2) Strategy, 3) Impact, risk and opportunity management and 4) Metrics and 

targets. For example, this includes general characteristics of the undertaking and specific 

disclosures to specific circumstances such as value chain estimation, sources of estimation, 

time horizons, reporting errors and changes in preparation and presentation of sustainability 

information (EY 2023)  

After disclosing the cross-cutting standards (ESRS1 and ESRS2), the standards move into 

topical standards, which are organized by environmental, social and governance matters (ESG). 

Environmental topical standards (ESRS E1-E5) outline disclosure requirement report on 
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matters that are related to climate change (E1), pollution (E2), water and marine resources (E3), 

biodiversity and ecosystems (E4) and resource use and circular economy (E5). Within social 

matters, the standards outline disclosure requirements for own workers (S1), workers in the 

value chain (S2), affected communities (S3) and consumers and end-users (S4). Lastly, the 

governance topical standards cover business conduct (G1), which set out disclosure 

requirements that seek to enhance users’ understanding of an undertaking’s strategy and 

approach, processes, procedures and performance. (EY 2023) 

In addition to cross-cutting and topical standards, ESRS framework also includes requirements 

for sector-specific standards and proportionate standards for small and medium-sized 

organizations. However, these two standards are still under development. Sector-specific 

standards have not been yet made mandatory to allow companies to adapt and implement the 

core reporting requirements first. Moreover, the proportionate ESRS standards for SMEs have 

been adopted, yet they are required to start reporting from year 2026, which makes it fall 

outside the empirical scope of this study. However, it is important to understand the relevance 

of these standards for understanding the future direction of sustainability reporting regulation 

within the EU. (EY 2023) 

2.2.5 The Unfair Commercial Practices Directive (UCPD) 

In addition to reporting obligations, corporate sustainability communication is also shaped by 

communication laws and soft laws. In 2005, the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive 

(UCPD) was introduced as European conception of fairness, covering all business-to-consumer 

commercial practices in all sectors of economic activity (Akseli et. al 2014) The UCP directive 

contains core provisions on unfair commercial practices, a black list of practices deemed unfair, 

as well as dedicated topics in other EU legislation (Akseli et. al 2014) In practice, unfair 

commercial practices are divided to two more concrete subcategories: misleading and 

aggressive practices.  

Misleading practices are also divided into two categories: misleading information and 

misleading omissions. Misleading information means incorrect and therefore untruthful 

information, which is likely to mislead the consumer. This kind of misleading information is 

seen to affect consumer’s transactional decision-making process in relation to aspects such as 

the existence or nature of the product, fitness for purpose, usage, quantity, specification, the 

price or the way the price is calculated, or the need for a service, part, replacement or repair 
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(Akseli et. al 2014) Conversely, misleading omissions involve the withholding of material 

information that, in the given context, is necessary for an average consumer to make an 

informed transactional decision, which may lead to a distortion of that consumer’s decision-

making. Aggressive practices involve actual harassment of the consumer, such as the use of 

physical ‘aggressive’ practices, or the use of more subtle techniques such as exploitation of 

vulnerability or the use of obstacles, to discourage consumers from asserting their own 

decision-making process. (Akseli et. al 2014) 

Within the context on sustainability reporting and communication, the Unfair Commercial 

Practices Directive can be found particularly relevant, as it is protecting the fairness of 

commercial practices and consumer’s decision-making process. Although the UCPD does not 

prescribe certain sustainability reporting formats or disclosure requirements, it leads companies 

on how this information should be disclosed and communicated to the audience.  

From the perspective of this research, the UCPD therefore can be considered as a relevant and 

important institutional factor that is shaping sustainability reporting and communication 

practices. By limiting the use of unsubstantiated or misleading sustainability claims, the 

directive encourages companies to adopt more transparent, balanced, and substantiated 

communication approaches. 

Moreover, the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive was updated as a broader EU consumer 

protection reforms in 2019, the Omnibus Directive (Directive 2019/2161). The Omnibus 

directive changed how seriously the core definitions of UCPD are now enforced and applied, 

adding stronger enforcement and penalties, and stronger transparency obligations to online 

marketing and digital communication. Furthermore, the directive increased relevance 

especially for greenwashing by strengthening the legal tools to address it (European Union 

2019) Since the Omnibus Directive came to practice in 2019, it also showcases institutional 

pressure during the empirical period examined in this study. 

2.2.6 Soft laws 

Soft laws are voluntary frameworks and guidelines that are not legally binding, yet strongly 

influence how companies report sustainability. These frameworks provide guidance on 

sustainability disclosure practices and shape corporate behavior through normative and 

reputational pressure. The three most impactful soft laws are the Global Reporting Initiative 
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(GRI), United Nations Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs) and the United Nations 

Global Connect.  

United Nations Global Connect is the world’s largest corporate sustainability initiative that 

calls companies to align strategies and operations with universal principles on human rights, 

labour, environment and anti-corruption, as well as to take actions that advance societal goals 

(United Nations Global Contact 2026a) Their ambition is to accelerate and scale the global 

collective impact of business by upholding the Ten Principles. Principles 1 and 2 lay under 

human rights, principles 3-6 under labour, principles 7-9 under environment and the last one 

under anti-corruption (United Nations Global Contact 2026b) 

2.2.6.1 GRI 

Based on this study, an impactful soft law is the Global Reporting Initiative GRI standards. 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an independent not-for-profit organization founded in 

1997, leading a global multi-stakeholder process to develop and refine rigorous yet practical 

sustainability reporting. (GRI 2026a) GRI standards are the world’s most widely used 

sustainability reporting standards and since it is voluntary, it allows organizations to utilize and 

structure their GRI reporting around the themes that are the most relevant for their business. 

For instance, the standards enable an organization to publicly disclose its most significant 

impacts on the economy, environment, and people, including impacts on their human rights 

and how the organization manages these impacts (GRI 2025) Not only does this enhance 

transparency on the organization’s impacts, but it also increases organizational accountability. 

The GRI Standards are structured as a system of interrelated standards that are organized into 

three series: GRI Universal Standards, GRI Sector Standards, and GRI Topic Standards. The 

Universal Standards (GR 1, GR 2, GR 3) are used by all organizations, while the Sector 

Standards are used according to the sectors in which the organization operates. The Topic 

Standards cover a wide range of topics and are used according to the company’s particular 

topics it has determined using. (GRI 2025) Any organization can use the GRI Standards – 

regardless of size, type, geographic location, or reporting experience to report information 

about its impacts on the economy, environment, and people, including impacts on their human 

rights.  

In practice, organizations use the GRI Standards to follow a well-structured reporting process. 

It starts with an organization determining its material topics based on its most significant 
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impacts and results in the organization publicly reporting information about these impacts (GRI 

2025) Based on this assessment, the company selects the relevant Topic Standards and reports 

on its management approach, policies, targets and performance indicators, which all are related 

to the chosen topics. The information can be published in a range of different formats, for 

example electronic or paper-based and across one or more locations. Locations can be for 

example annual sustainability reports, web pages or standalone sustainability reports. All 

disclosures in the GRI Standards contain requirements: if the organization cannot report the 

required information about an item specified in a disclosure because the item (e.g., committee, 

policy, practice, process) does not exist, it can comply with the requirement by reporting this 

to be the case (GRI 2025) 

The GRI Standards are particularly relevant for this study because they have significantly 

shaped sustainability reporting practices for decades. Moreover, the new mandatory and highly 

standardized EU reporting requirements CSRD and ESRS reflect similar principles with the 

GRI Standards, leading many companies to rely on the GRI framework for structuring and 

disclosing the mandatory reporting successfully. As a results, found similarities in report 

structure, terminology and topic selection across the studied sustainability reports during 2017-

2023 may reflect alignment with GRI, both in EU companies and UK companies. 

2.2.6.2 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as the global goals were 

adopted by the United Nations in 2015 as a part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, to ensure that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and prosperity (United Nations 

Development Programme 2025) All the 17 SDGs are integrated: they key idea is that action in 

one area will automatically affect other areas and their outcomes as well, and that development 

must balance social, economic and environmental sustainability. The SDGs are designed to 

target the most vulnerable, increasing basic resources and services, and supporting 

communities affected by conflict and climate-related disasters (United Nations Development 

Programme 2025) The 17 SDGs are: 

1. No Poverty 

2. Zero Hunger 

3. Good Health and Well-being 

4. Quality Education 

5. Gender Equality 
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6. Clean Water and Sanitation 

7. Affordable and Clean Energy 

8. Decent Work and Economic Growth 

9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 

10. Reduced Inequalities 

11. Sustainable Cities and Communities 

12. Responsible Consumption and Production 

13. Climate Action 

14. Life Below Water 

15. Life on Land 

16. Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 

17. Partnerships for the goals 

In the corporate context, the SDGs function as a strategic and communicative framework for 

organizations. For instance, many companies reference the SDGs in their sustainability reports 

to position their activities within a broader global agenda. Moreover, organizations frame their 

sustainability actions and efforts by mapping corporate initiatives to specific SDGs. As well as 

the GRI Standards, SDGs also play a significant role in this study, as they shape how 

sustainability is communicated in annual sustainability reports. Moreover, since SDGs are used 

globally, they most likely influence the framing, emphasis and structure in both EU and UK 

companies’ sustainability reports. 

3. Methods 
This master’s thesis adopts a qualitative, comparative and longitudinal research design. The 

objective of this study is to investigate how sustainability communication practices in the 

clothing industry in the European Union and the United Kingdom have evolved between the 

years 2017 and 2023, when multiple institutional changes have taken apart. As the study 

focuses on analyzing patterns, structures and thematic emphases in annual sustainability reports 

rather than measuring any statistical relationships, qualitative research is the most sensible 

approach.  

The comparative design enables the examination of similarities and differences between the 

EU and the UK companies operating in two different institutional environments. To ensure 

analytical consistency, the same structured framework and criteria are applied in both contexts. 
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The longitudinal elements allow for the analysis of change over time during a period 2017 and 

2023 characterized by regulatory developments within the European Union and the institutional 

implications caused by Brexit. 

The empirical material collected for this research consists of annual corporate sustainability 

reports and/or annual reports when separate sustainability reports were not published in the 

examined year. These documents were selected because they represent formalized and publicly 

available information of corporate sustainability practices. Moreover, annual sustainability 

reports represent and reflect how companies structure their sustainability-relation information 

to stakeholders. The analysis focuses on reports published in two selected years: 2017 and 

2023.  

The year 2017 represents an early phase following the implementation of the NON-Financial 

Reporting Directive (NFRD), providing a new baseline for sustainability communication under 

the European Union regulatory framework. Additionally, in 2017 the United Kingdom was still 

part of the European Union, although the first discussions of Brexit had started. In contrast, the 

year 2023 reflects various institutional changes, such as the early preparatory phase of the 

Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), as well as the post-Brexit institutional 

environment. Even though the CSR directive did not come to force until the year 2025, it was 

first announced in 2021, which makes the pre-implementation most likely visible in the year 

2023 annual sustainability reports.  

To analyze the sustainability reports, this study employs qualitative content analysis, and a 

scoring framework guided by internationally used framework – environmental, social, and 

governance (ESG) framework. The ESG framework provides a clear and structured way to 

evaluate how companies report and communicate their sustainability actions and 

responsibilities. Furthermore, this approach does not only enable to analyze how companies 

communicate ESG topics but also how the reporting structures evolve and how institutional 

pressure shapes those disclosures. Therefore, the ESG framework is a powerful tool to compare 

the reports systematically while remaining the focus on the study’s institutional theoretical 

framework.  
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3.1 Company overview and criteria 

For this research, five European Union based, and five United Kingdom based clothing industry 

companies were chosen to study particularly the influence of increasing sustainability 

regulation within the European Union and the institutional implications of Brexit. Inclusion 

criteria when choosing the right companies for this study ensure academically trustworthy 

research results. In this study, the chosen companies meet five important criteria: 

1. Consumer-facing apparel/retailer, to keep the context comparable  

2. Large, well-established firms 

3. Strong cross-border and e-commerce presence 

4. Report availability and comparability 

5. Exposure to EU market and regulatory developments 

3.1.1 EU company overview 
 

1. Mango 

Mango is a Spanish fashion retailer founded in 1984. The company’s headquarter is located in 

Barcelona, yet it is operating internationally through both physical stores and strong e-

commerce platforms. Mango is positioned within the fast-fashion and contemporary apparel 

segment, offering quality garments at affordable prices. Furthermore, Mango has five product 

lines: woman, man, kids, teen and home (Mango 2026) As a large EU-based retailer with cross-

border operations, Mango is embedded in the European regulatory environment concerning 

sustainability communication and reporting. The company publishes annual sustainability 

reports and have set a goal of making 100% of the fibres they use more sustainable by 2030. 

Mango did provide separate sustainability reports both in 2017 and 2023, which both are 

investigated in this research.  

2. Zalando 

Zalando is a leading European full-online fashion retailer headquarted in Berlin. Zalando was 

founded in 2008 in Berlin as a digital-first platform offering products from thousands of brands 

(Zalando 2026) The company publishes annual sustainability disclosures addressing topics 

such as climate impact, governance practices and responsibility. Zalando’s structures 

sustainability reporting and cross-border presence makes it suitable for analyzing institutional 
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changes. Zalando published a corporate responsibility report in 2017 and Sustainability 

progress report in 2023, which are examined in this research.  

3. H&M Group 

H&M Group is a Swedish multinational fashion retailer, operating globally through multiple 

brands, such as H&M, COS, Weekday and Monki in both physical retail and e-commerce. 

H&M Group’s headquarter is located in Stockholm and it is one of the largest fashion 

companies worldwide (H&M Group 2026) H&M Group had 140 000 employees globally in 

2024 and was operating in total of 81 markets (H&M Group 2026) Due to its scale, H&M 

Group has long been subject to stakeholder scrutiny regarding sustainability and its reporting. 

In 2017, H&M Group did not have a separate sustainability report, however sustainability 

disclosure section was attached to their annual report. In 2023, H&M Group named its report 

to “Annual and Sustainability report”  

4. Inditex 

Inditex was founded in 1985 and is today one of the largest global apparel retailers, owning 

several internationally operating brands, such as Zara, Massimo Dutti, Bershka and Oysho. 

(Inditex 2026) As mentioned in the criteria, Inditex also has a strong presence both in e-

commerce and physical stores. Inditex is a Spanish company, and therefore subject to EU 

sustainability regulation and reporting requirements. Inditex is an employer for thousands of 

people, representing 170 nationalities worldwide. Inditex did not have separate sustainability 

reports In 2017 or 2023, however, the company’s sustainability disclosures have their own 

sections in the annual reports, which are examined in this research.  

5. Benetton Group 

Benetton Group is an Italian fashion company founded in 1965 and headquartered in Ponzano 

Veneto, Italy (Benetton Group 2026) The company operates internationally through a network 

of retail outlets and e-commerce platforms, offering apparel under brands such as United 

Colors of Benetton and Sisley. Benetton has historically been recognised for its strong brand 

identity and global market presence. According to Benetton Group’s website, it has presence 

in the most important markets in the world with a network of about 2700 stores (Benetton 

Group 2026) As well as the other introduced companies, Benetton Group is embedded within 
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the European sustainability reporting requirements. This report is investigating Benetton 

Group’s 2017 and 2023 ‘Integrated reports’.  

3.1.2 UK company overview 

1. ASOS  

ASOS is a UK-based online fashion retailer founded in the year 2000 (ASOS 2026) Besides 

the company’s own product lines, it offers clothing from different brands, including Adidas, 

Topshop and Levi’s. Furthermore, ASOS has many product lines, such as ASOS DESIGN, 

ASOS LUXE and ASOS 4505 (ASOS 2026) The company operates mostly through digital 

marketplace and is serving customers in numerous international markets. ASOS did not have 

a separate sustainability report in 2017 and 2023, which is why sustainability disclosures are 

examined through its “Annual report and accounts” reports. 

2. Boohoo Group 

Boohoo Group is a UK-based online fashion retailer founded in 2006 and headquartered in 

Manchester (Debenhams Group 2026) The company operates several digital fashion brands 

and serves international markets primarily through e-commerce channels. In 2025, Boohoo 

Group rebranded as Debenhams Group following the acquisition of the Debenhams brand in 

2021 (Debenhams Group 2026) Boohoo’s 2017 sustainability disclosure is examined through 

its “Annual report and accounts” report. However, in 2023, Boohoo disclosed sustainability 

practices in a separate sustainability report.  

3. Next  

Next is one of the largest clothing retailers in the United Kingdom, founded in 1982 and 

headquartered in Leicester (Next plc 2026) The company operates through both physical retail 

stores and e-commerce. Next has approximately 700 stores worldwide and in 2017 they opened 

their 546th store (Next plc 2026) Majority of the stores are located in the UK and Ireland, yet 

around 200 international franchise stores can be found across Europe, Asia, and the Middle 

East (Next plc 2026) Next’s sustainability disclosure is examined through its corporate 

responsibility reports.  
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4. Marks & Spencer  

Alongside Next, Marks & Spencer (M&S) is a leading clothing retailer in the United Kingdom. 

The company is founded in 1884 and today operates internationally, offering clothing through 

both physical stores and digital platforms (Marks and Spencer Group plc 2026) Due to its long-

standing reporting practices and strong stakeholder visibility, Marks & Spencer represents an 

important case for analysing sustainability communication in the UK retail context. M&S’ 

sustainability disclosure is being examined through its sustainability reports.   

5. JD Sports 

JD Sports is a UK-based sports-fashion retailer founded in 1981 and headquartered in Bury, 

United Kingdom (JD Sports Fashion plc 2026) The company operates internationally through 

both physical retail stores and e-commerce platforms, specialising in sportswear and lifestyle 

apparel. JD Sports has expanded remarkably across European and global markets in the 2000s 

(JD Sports Fashion plc 2026) JD’s sustainability disclosure is provided through its Annual 

report and accounts -reports in both report years.  

3.2 Qualitative Content Analysis and Coding Framework 

This study examines how clothing companies respond to evolving institutional pressures 

related to sustainability reporting. In this study, a qualitative content analysis is used to examine 

how sustainability communication practices evolved between the years 2017 and 2023 among 

selected clothing industry companies from EU and UK. A qualitative content analysis allows 

a systematic examination of new or recurring patterns, as well as structures and thematic 

emphases within annual corporate sustainability reports. Moreover, it maintains sensitivity to 

broader institutional context.  

To ensure comparability between companies and reporting years, this study it is utilizing a 

structured ESG scoring framework based on key dimensions of sustainability reporting (Table 

1). The reporting framework consist of eight disclosure categories across the three ESG 

dimensions: environmental, social, and governance. Each category represented a specific 

aspect of sustainability communication and was assesses using a four-point scoring scale, 

which all are modified to suit each category. The structured coding framework employed in 

this study is following the approach of Chris J. van Staden and Jill Hooks (2007) environmental 
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disclosure framework and Yixuan, Aziz and Kharuddin (2025) ESG quality framework. 

However, it is modified to suit the objectives and context of this master’s thesis. 

The framework included three environmental categories, which evaluate disclosed 

sustainability strategies (E1), discussion of environmental responsibility (E1), environmental 

policies (E1) environmental key performance indicators KPIs (E2), climate goals and targets 

(E2) and circular economy initiatives, such as recycling (E3), materials (E3) and sustainability 

innovation (E3). Furthermore, the framework includes two social categories, which focus on 

employee -related practices and disclosures (S1) and supply chain transparency (S2) and audits 

(S2). The three governance disclosures examined disclosed governance structures (G1), 

reporting standards (G2) and governance processes (G2) and external assurance and 

verification (G3). As said before, each scoring system is modified individually to suit each 

category, however, all scorings follow the same path, where 1 = Not mentioned and 4 = 

Extensive disclosure. More detailed description n of the dimensions can be found in Table 1.  

Table 1. ESG scoring framework 

  

 

 

ESG Category Evaluation Scoring

Environmental 1 (E1)
Discussion of environmental responsibility, sustainability strategy, and 

environmental policies

1 = Not mentioned
2 = Brief/general mention
3 = Clear strategy or policies discussed
4 = Extensive strategy with detailed initiatives and commitments

Environmental 2 (E2)
Quantitative environmental metrics, emissions, climate goals, and 

circularity targets

1=Not mentioned
2=Limited metrics disclosed
3=Several KPIs and targets disclosed
4=Extensive measurable KPIs, targets, and progress tracking

Environmental 3 (E3)
Reporting on recycling, sustainable materials, circular economy, and 

sustainability innovation

1 = Not mentioned
2 = General commitments
3 = Specific initiatives discussed
4 = Extensive reporting with measurable innovation or reduction outcomes

Social 1 (S1)
Labor practices, diversity, employee wellbeing, and human rights 

disclosures

1 = Not mentioned
2 = Basic/general discussion
3 = Clear policies and initiatives
4 = Extensive disclosure with metrics, targets, and monitoring

Social 2 (S2)
Supplier transparency, audits, stakeholder communication, and 

materiality discussions

1= Not mentioned
2 =Basic/general discussion
3 = Structured stakeholder or supply chain discussion
4 = Extensive transparency and engagement processes

Governance 1 (G1)
Governance structures, ethics, anti-corruption, and sustainability 

oversight

1 = Not mentioned
2 = Basic governance references
3 =Clear governance responsibilities described
4 = Extensive governance structures, ethics systems, and accountability mechanisms

Governance 2 (G2)
Sustainability reporting obligations, reporting standards, governance 
processes, and compliance-oriented sustainability communication

1 = Not mentioned
2 = General mention of sustainability compliance or reporting expectations
3 = Clear discussion of reporting standards, governance processes, or compliance 
practices

Governance 3 (G3) External assurance, verification, or auditing of sustainability disclosures

1 = Not mentioned
2 = Internal review only
3 = Partial external assurance
4 =Comprehensive external assurance with clearly defined scope and standards
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4. Findings 
 

This research overviewed 5 EU-based and 5 UK-based companies’ sustainability or annual 

reports in the years 2017 and 2023, using the scoring scale inspired by previous literature. 

Overall, all ten companies improved their total ESG scores between 2017 and 2023. In 2017, 

scores ranged from 14 to 31 and in 2023 from 24 to the highest scoring, 32. No company 

declined and the sample-wide average increased from 25.2 to 30.3. However, the degree of 

improvement varied considerable across the sample. The EU and UK companies will be 

analyzed separately, followed by a dimension-level analysis covering all ten selected 

companies. Company -specific scoring can be found in Table 2.  

Table 2. ESG dimension scores by company 

 

 

4.1 EU companies 

The five EU companies demonstrated consistently high levels of sustainability communication 

across both reporting years. As a group, their mean score increased from 27.8 to 31.2, 

representing an average improvement of 3.4 points. In 2017, the total scores range from 25 

(Benetton Group) to 31 (Inditex) to in 2023 from 30 (Zalando, Benetton Group) to 32 (Mango, 

H&M, Inditex). 

4.1.1 Environmental (E1, E2, E3) 

Environmental communication was well established across the EU companies in 2017, all 

companies scoring either 3 or 4. H&M Group and Inditex scored 4 points in E1, E2 and E3 

both in 2017 and 2023.  For example, H&M Group’s 2017 annual report disclosed specific 

sustainability targets: 

17 23 17 23 17 23 17 23 17 23 17 23 17 23 17 23

Mango 3 4 3 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4
Zalando 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 4 1 2

H&M Group 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 3 4
Inditex 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 4

Benetton Group 3 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 3 3 3 4 3 4 3 3

ASOS 3 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 3 3
Boohoo Group 1 3 1 3 1 3 2 3 1 3 2 3 3 4 2 3

Next 3 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 4 3 3
Marks & Spencer 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 3 4

JD Sports 1 4 1 4 1 3 2 4 1 4 3 4 3 4 2 2

ESG dimension scores (1–4)  by company, 2017 and 2023

Company

EU companies

 UK companies 

G2 G3E1 E2 E3 S1 S2 G1



 28 

1) “The H&M group’s operations are to contribute to Agenda 2030 – the UN’s 

Sustainable Development Goals” (H&M Group 2017, page 41) 

2) “Another important interim goal is for 100 percent of the cotton used by our brands to 

come from sustainable sources by 2020” ((H&M Group 2017, page 41) 

Furthermore, the same goals set in the year 2017 were also seen in H&M Group’s 2023 

sustainability report: “The H&M Group is working to achieve its goal that by 2030, all the 

group’s brands will use only recycled or sustainably sourced materials in their collections” 

(H&M Group 2017, page 41) and “Our goal is for 100 percent of our materials to be either 

recycled or sustainability sourced by 2030” (H&M Group 2023, page 19) .  

Mango and Benetton Group improved all their environmental dimensions from 3 to 4 between 

the reporting years. Zalando scored almost total points, except for E3, where it was improved 

from 3 to 4. By 2023, all five companies had reached a score of 4 on E1 and E2, indicating that 

environmental responsibility, sustainability strategy and goals and environmental policies and 

measurable KPIs have become a standard in the group. Furthermore, E3, covering recycling, 

sustainable materials, circular economy and sustainability innovation, followed a similar 

trajectory: Mango, Benetton and Zalando all improved their score to 4 by 2023.  

A five EU companies referenced the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals in 2023 

reports, though the form of integration and depth differed. Both H&M Group and Zalando 

embedded SGD references in their whole strategy narrative: 

1) “Throughout this report, we refer to the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). In each chapter, we highlight our contribution to individual SDGs linked 

to our three strategic pillars: planet, products, and people.” (Zalando 2023, page 4) 

2) “Through our strategy, we support progress towards the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals and Agenda 2030, alongside other global commitments such as the Paris 

Agreement on Climate Change and the UN Declaration of Human Rights.” (H&M 

Group 2023, page 41) 

In contrast, Mango and Benetton each identified and listed the specific SDGs most meaningful 

to their business operations, providing a more explicit mapping between the global framework 

and their own sustainability actions.  Inditex demonstrated the most granular approach, as it 

was the only EU company in 2023 to have a full SDG mapping table: Inditex clarifies in its 

report which SDG and which specific target within that SDG they are referring to and where 
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in their report the reader can find the evidence. For instance, SDG 8 on decent work and 

economic growth was broken down to more individual targets: 8.5 on equal pay, 8.7 on forced 

and child labor and 8.8 on labor rights (Inditex 2023, page 187) Moreover, each SDG was 

linked to a corresponding GRI disclosure or a named company-specific initiative. (Inditex 

2023, page 382) However, while this difference in approach did not affect the E1 scores 

assigned, as both forms of SDG communication reflects a strategic integration, it represents a 

strong variation in reporting granularity within the group that the numerical scoring alone 

cannot capture.  

4.1.2 Social (S1, S2) 

As well as environmental dimensions, social reporting was also already strong across the EU 

companies in the year 2017. Most companies already scored 4 in S1 and S2 in the year 2027, 

only exceptions being Mango (S1, 3 points) and Benetton Group (S2, 3 points) By 2023, 

Mango was increased its S1 score to 4, yet Benetton Group maintained score 3, making it the 

only EU company not to reach the highest score on this S2 dimension.  

In 2017, Mango scored 3 points (3 = clear policies and initiatives) for quality disclosing of 

labour practices, diversity, employee wellbeing, and human right disclosures. In the 2017 

report, Mango shows clear data of current workforce, including demographics (Mango 2017, 

37) Mango also shares its employee well-being policies, for example their own remuneration 

model, which adopts the principle of equal opportunities of the employees, as well as the 

MANGO Health and Safety Policy, which goal is to develop strategies for improving working 

conditions (Mango 2017, 40) In contrast, comparing the year 2023 report, social matters are 

included to Mango’s “Sustainable Vision 2030”, setting even clearer goal to increase employee 

well-being and human right disclosures. Furthermore, Mango discloses promoting social action 

projects with entities such as Vicente Ferrer Foundation, Doctors Without Borders, Educo and 

Save the Children. Mango also states through SDGs to be involved in ending poverty in all its 

forms throughout the world (SDG1), to end hunger (SDG2), to promote wellness at all ages 

(SDG3), to ensure equitable and inclusive quality education (SDG4) and to achieve gender 

equality (SDG5). (Mango 2023, 57, 59) 

S2 stands for supplier transparency, audits, stakeholder communication, and materiality 

discussions, where Benetton Group scored 3 (3 = Structured stakeholder or supply chain 

discussion) both in 2017 and in 2023, when all the other EU companies scored 4 in both years. 
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The difference in scores reflects a gap in the specificity, structure and transparency with which 

that governance was disclosed. Benetton shows structured stakeholder and supply chain 

discussion with the score 3, yet in less granular terms. For instance, Benetton discloses the 

adaptation of Higg FSLM tool and International Accord for Health and Safety in the Textile 

and Garment Industry, yet corrective action results and supplier performance classifications 

were more limited.  Moreover, the Higg FSLM was adopted in 2023, meaning the system was 

described as “recently implemented”. 

In contrast, Inditex dedicates an entire named section - 8.3 Supplier Relations - to supplier 

governance with subsections covering, among other things, strategy and continuous 

improvement. Moreover, audit numbers (6892 social audits and 1868 environmental audits in 

2023) are broken down by region and methology with corrective action plan outcomes – 

showing clear granularity in disclosing sustainability actions. Furthermore, the Workers at the 

Centre 2023-2025 strategy was documented with named partner organizations, measurable 

progress indicators and multi-year targets.  

4.1.3 Governance (G1, G2, G3) 

Governance dimensions showed the most consistent pattern of improvement within all EU 

companies. In 2017, all five companies scored 3 in G1, meaning that clear governance 

responsibilities, structures, ethics frameworks and reporting standards were described, ESG 

governance had not been fully implemented and institutionalized yet. However, by 2023, all 

five EU companies had advanced to 4, reflecting that the formalization of ESG governance has 

been integrated.  

G2 stands for sustainability reporting obligations, reporting standards, governance processes, 

and compliance-oriented sustainability communication. Within this dimension, scores 

improved with Zalando and Benetton Group, going from score 3 to score 4. Mango, H&M 

Group and Inditex all maintained the score 4 in the year 2023. Zalando’s improvement on G2 

reflected a transition toward more structured, multi-framework reporting. For example, in 

Zalando’s 2017 report, Zalando stated that they did not apply any frameworks to their non-

financial report, despite using GRI Standards Core option (Zalando 2017, page 13) By 2023, 

Zalando’s report constantly referenced GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards, Sustainability 

Accounting Standards Board standards (page 63), and Task Force on Climate-related Financial 

Disclosures (page 4) recommendations. Benetton Group was facing similarities, as in the year 
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2017 GRI reporting was included, yet in the year 2023 integrated reporting became more 

structured.  

G3 stands for external assurance, verification, or auditing sustainability disclosures. This 

dimension was the most variable dimensions within the EU companies, scores ranging from 1 

to 4. Three of the companies, Mango, Zalando and H&M Group, advanced to a higher score 

between the report years. However, Benetton Group did not improve its reporting. The most 

noticeable scoring in this dimension is Zalando’s, which scored 1 (1=not mentioned) in the 

year 2017 and score 2 (2=internal review only) in the year 2023.  In Zalando’s 2017 report, 

there is no mention of external auditors verifying sustainability data or any other independent 

assurance statements found specifically for sustainability disclosures. However, the 2023 

report clearly introduces formal internal governance for sustainability reporting:  

1) “We are working with relevant business units and their sustainability experts to 

operationalize these strategies” (Zalando 2023, page 13) 

2) “Additionally, this report (scorecard) is reviewed by the management board on 

quarterly basis” (Zalando 2023, page 13) 

In contrast, Inditex had the highest score in both reporting years, with clear independent 

external verifiers, clearly defined assurance scope and verification of sustainability indicators 

and data. In 2017, Inditex has its own headline for “External assurance”, disclosing that the 

report has been assured by SGS ICS Ibérica S.A. Moreover, a selection of 24 relevant indicators 

were reviewed by KPMG Asesores in accordance with ISAE3000, which is one of the most 

recognized global assurance standards for non-financial reporting. The statements can be found 

in the report on pages 364 and 366. (Inditex 2017, page 5) The 2023 reports include “Audit 

Report on Consolidated Annual Accounts” that is conducted by EY, one of the world’s largest 

professional auditing firms. Furthermore, the report also has its own headline for “Independent 

Verification of the Consolidated Non-Financial Information Statement”.  

4.2 UK Companies 

The five UK companies demonstrated more variety in scoring compared to the EU companies. 

As a group, their mean score increased from 22.0 to 29.6, representing an average improvement 

of 7.6 points, which is more than double the EU average improvement (+3.4). In 2017, the total 

scored ranged from 13 (Boohoo Group) to 30 (Marks & Spencer) to in 2023 from 25 (Boohoo 

Group) to 32 (Marks & Spencer).  
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4.2.1 Environmental (E1, E2, E3) 

Compared to EU companies, the chosen UK companies had more variety in scores, when 

looking at the environmental dimensions. With E1, Boohoo and JD Sports scored 1 (1=Not 

mentioned), while Next and ASOS 3 (3=Clear strategy or policies discussed) and M&S the 

highest score 4 (4= Extensive strategy with detailed initiatives and commitments). For Boohoo 

and JD, there is no structured environmental strategy, clear environmental policies or climate 

frameworks found in the reports. Boohoo has a small “Social Responsibility” section in the 

content (page 25), yet the environment discussion is only one paragraph long, mostly 

explaining recycling and solar energy efficiency at their office (Boohoo 2017, page 26) 

Furthermore, JD Sports resembles Boohoo in 2017, since environmental responsibility is not 

meaningfully discussed. By 2023, all UK companies had improved their sustainability 

communication and disclosures, leading the environmental scores both higher and significantly 

more aligned. 

Both ASOS and Next discuss sustainability and long-term value in their reports. ASOS’s report 

constantly points out long-term goals in sustainability, which is also included in their CEO’s 

strategic overview business model (ASOS 2017, page 6) ASOS also highlights that their 

emerging key terms are transparency, circular economy and diversity, which are woven 

through by their approach to human rights, sustainability and social investment (ASOS 2017, 

page 37)  In the year 2023, sustainability actions and environmental aspects are core business 

governance and ASOS includes formal ESG reporting systems throughout the whole report. 

For instance, the disclosure of ASOS’ own Fashion with Integrity program has more depth and 

institutionalization, as it has shifted from a value-driven, ethical programme to a formal ESG 

framework with, among other things, Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures 

(TCFD) alignment, measurable targets and climate governance information (ASOS 2023, page 

16-19) 

Next also offers a dedicated “Corporate Responsibility Report”, where environmental 

responsibility is listed a core principle (Next 2017, page 2) However, future-oriented discussion 

and plans to strengthen their environmental vision and climate commitments falls short. In 

2023, Next has strengthened its disclosure of future strategies and shares important alignments, 

such as Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and TCFD. Moreover, Next 

discloses an internal case study of educating its supply chain on the value of textile waste, as 

well as shares clear insights and developments for the future, such as developing their 
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circularity framework and monitor progress of their 2025 Responsible Sourcing Strategy (Next 

2023, page 18)  

M&S is the only UK company to score 4 in all environmental dimensions and is a clear leader 

among the other chosen UK companies for this research. For E1, M&S offers clear, mature 

sustainability strategy, stating that strong sustainability actions started already in the year 2007 

with their own internal sustainability business programme called “Plan A” (M&S 2017, page 

2) The report includes clear targets for the future, as well as Plan A achievements over the past 

10 years. In the 2023 report, M&S moved from “Plan A” report to integrating ESG to their 

whole business strategy and operations, making it no longer a separate initiative. M&S is 

offering extensive strategy and future goals, as it is committed to becoming a net zero business 

across their whole value chain by 2039/40 and offering a clear statement for how to reach that 

goal (M&S 2023, page 14) M&S does not only highlight their achievements but also clearly 

states their ten immediate priority areas for transformation (M&S 2023, page 13) 

As said before, M&S also scored 4 in E2 in both reporting years. In 2017, M&S already had 

advanced environmental KPIs, especially compared to the other UK companies in the same 

year. For example, CO2e emissions are disclosed clearly, as well as numerical Plan A targets. 

In the year 2023 report, M&S offers a whole “ESG Data” section, with a table of sustainability 

KPIs and targets for financial year ending March 2026 (M&S 2023, 56) For E3, extensive 

reporting with measurable innovation or reduction outcomes for reporting recycling, materials, 

circular economy and sustainability innovation can be found in both years. For example, in 

2017, M&S states strongly that all M&S products have at least one Plan A quality by 2020 

(M&S 2017, page 2) Moreover, in 2023, circular economy in integrated to the net-zero plan 

for reducing waste and protecting resources (M&S 2023, page 9)  

4.2.2 Social (S1, S2) 

For social dimensions, the UK companies show little less variation (especially for S1), yet JD 

Sports and Boohoo are clearly the two companies that are underperforming compared to the 

other report companies. In 2017, ASOS, Next and M&S already scored 4, whereas Boohoo and 

JD scored 2. However, in 2023, JD Sports had much more extensive social section, and 

improved its social sustainability disclosing to 4.  

In 2017, JD Sports disclosed more general information of social responsibility and their actions. 

For instance, JD Sports includes social responsibility briefly in their strategy: “In working 
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towards our objectives we aim to act always in a responsible and ethical manner with all out 

stakeholders including suppliers, employees and, of course, our customers” (JD Sports 2017, 

page 55) Moreover, JD Sports recognizes the importance of people: “Our most important 

resources are our people.” (JD Sports 2017, page 56) However, the discussion is less developed 

compared to the higher-scored companies and extensive disclosure with metrics is missing. In 

2023, JD has a much more extensive social responsibility section, covering, among other 

things, Wellbeing Network initiative with strategic partners and JD also discloses the effects 

and links to their strategy through these actions (JD Sports 2023, page 41) JD also discloses JD 

Foundation charity partners, such as MIND, Andy’s Man Club and Papyrus & Young for 

raising mental health awareness and promoting mental health activity (JD Sports 2023, page 

93)  

In common with 2017 ASOS, Next and M&S was that companies already demonstrated social 

responsibility as a strategically embedded part of the business strategy and operations. For 

example, social responsibility was linked to ASOS “Fashion with Integrity” program: “It means 

making socially responsible choices every day, investing in young people’s futures and 

building a truly inclusive community where every single customer has the confidence to be 

who they want to be” (ASOS 2017, page 36) ASOS also listed highlights of diverse social 

responsibility actions, such as publishing their first Modern Slavery Act Statement as well as 

producing ceremony and formalwear for athletes at the 2016 Paralympic Games. Furthermore, 

ASOS also set clear future goals for social responsibility, including focusing on LGBTQIA 

and disability events and improved education for all ASOSers (ASOS 2017, page 43) Next also 

has its own Our people -headline: “We believe more engaged employees are vital to achieving 

our aims and we recognize that helping to support their health and wellbeing is a priority” 

(Next 2017, page 16) Moreover, Next discloses with clear numbers employee aspects, such as 

RIDDOR accident rate, pension arrangements and employee demographics (Next 2017, page 

16-18) In 2017, M&S also had a clear responsibility approach through its Plan A, including 

supply-chain labour, employee and human rights standards.  

S2 shows clear improving in supplier transparency, audits, stakeholder communication, and 

materiality discussions within the UK companies. Boohoo and JD Sports, once again, scored 

the lowest score (1) compared to other report companies, yet JD successfully improved its 

social sustainability communication and therefore scored 4, and Boohoo scored 3, in the year 
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2023. Other reporting companies scored higher scores – Next and M&S scored 4 in both years, 

ASOS first 3, then 4.  

In 2017, both Boohoo and JD Sports have a very limited supplier transparency and weak 

stakeholder engagements. For instance, Boohoo mentions suppliers in their report, yet the 

report only contains only brief information about supplier relationships and audits, not 

structured supplier transparency with depth (Boohoo 2017, page 25) By 2023, Boohoo 

improved a lot, now discussing about fashion transparency index, KTL training, supplier 

training webinars and clear supplier audit management system (Boohoo 2023, page 21 & 25) 

JD also had very limited structured supply chain disclosure and suppliers are mostly being 

discussed through commercial growth, acquisitions or other financial performances. In 2023, 

supplier disclosure is completely different, JD Sports offering stakeholder engagement 

framework, clear supplier sustainability systems and entire sections dedicated to supply chains, 

sourcing and stakeholders. Moreover, supply chains are no longer being discussed as a part of 

financial performance, yet as a dedicated governance category and deeper social accountability.  

4.2.3 Governance (G1, G2, G3) 

In 2017, each one of the UK companies scored 3 (3 = Clear governance responsibilities 

described) for G1 except for Boohoo, who scored 2 (2 = Basic governance references). By 

2023, each of the company improved their scoring by 1, giving ASOS, JD Sports, Next and 

M&S top scores. In similarity, all those four companies demonstrated established governance 

structures in 2017 for example through the inclusion of board oversight discussions and risk 

management frameworks. For instance, ASOS had separate sections for “Corporate 

governance report”, “Risk report” and “Corporate responsibility report” (ASOS 2017, page 26, 

36, 52) By 2023, each company improved their governance disclosures with more formalized 

structures, accountability and integration of governance sustainability into business strategics. 

For example, ASOS’ 2023 report now included a rich ESG Committee Report, where details 

of each Committee’s activities and principal responsibilities during the period are set out 

(ASOS 2023, page 63)  

Within G2, each one of the companies scored top scores by 2023 (4 = Extensive and formalized 

discussion of regulatory alignment, reporting systems, or compliance mechanisms), and ASOS 

and M&S already scored top scores in the first reporting year. The companies considerably 

disclosed governance sustainability and structured reporting systems. For example, in 2023, 
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Next introduced detailed discussions of governance responsibilities with its own section 

“Stakeholders, Governance and Materiality”, explaining how sustainability topics are 

governed, structured and prioritized (Next 2023, page 32) In addition, M&S showed one of the 

strongest governance structures with a dedicated “Governance” section, showing board-level, 

formal oversights: the section includes, among other things, strategic responsibility, ESG 

Business Forum and ESG Committee Review disclosing (M&S 2023, page 52-53)  

In 2017, the UK companies demonstrated external assurance, yet not enough for any company 

to score 4 (4 = Comprehensive external assurance with clearly defined scope and standards) 

ASOS, Next and M&S scored 3, showing partial external assurance: for example, M&S 

included an “Independent assurance statement”, yet the statement is less detailed regarding 

methodologies and externality than in the year 2023 (M&S 2017, page 44) In contrast, in the 

2023 report, where M&S scored 4, the company clearly states DNV as the external assurance 

provider, as well as clarifies that the disclosed ESG metrics were independently assured (M&S 

2023, page 70)  

 

4.3 Key changes in sustainability communication 

This section of this master’s thesis examines the broader changes and recurring patterns 

identified in both EU and UK companies’ sustainability reports between the comparison years 

2017 and 2023. Meanwhile the previous section offered an in-detail company overview of 

reports and the deserved scoring, this part focuses on common developments. The analysis also 

identifies similarities and differences between the companies, some of them just focusing on 

UK companies, EU companies or both countries.  
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Table 3. Total score by company 

 

One key change found is that sustainability reporting became significantly more formalized 

between 2017 and 2023 within both EU and UK companies. In 2017, sustainability was often 

communicated through company values, as an ethical responsibility. Sustainability was seen 

as a part of brand identity, not as a part of dedicated business strategy. Even though long-term 

ambitions and commitments could be found in the 2017 reports, formalized governance 

structures, KPIs and frameworks were less integrated. H&M Group, Inditex, Zalando, Mango 

and Benetton Group increasingly aligned structured reporting frameworks such as TCFD, 

SASB and SDG mapping systems, most of them using multi-framework reporting approach in 

2023. Within the UK companies, the pattern is even more visible, for example Boohoo 

developing its sustainability disclosures from small “Social Responsibility” section to more in-

detail, structured reporting. The role of external assurance further reflects this formalization 

process, as G3 had large variety and development between companies and years. In 2017, 

external assurance was often partial, or even absent in some reports. By 2023, companies 

disclosed more external assurance providers, as well as internal review systems for 

sustainability data. This finding suggests a major shift from CSR storytelling toward 

institutionalized and standardized ESG disclosure between 2017 and 2023. 

As well as sustainability communication became more formalized, it also became increasingly 

integrated into business strategies of both EU and UK companies between 2017 and 2023. In 

2017, sustainability was often presented as a separate CSR initiative or as said before, an ethical 

commitment and responsibility. By 2023, sustainability reporting and communication became 

more and more connected to business operations, such as governance systems and long-term 

Company 2017 2023 Change
Mango 27 32 +5

Zalando 26 30 +4
H&M Group 30 32 +2

Inditex 31 32 +1
Benetton Group 25 30 +5

ASOS 27 31 +4
Boohoo Group 13 25 +12

Next 26 31 +5
Marks & Spencer 30 32 +2

JD Sports 14 29 +15

Total Score by Company
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corporate strategic planning, with clear numbers and goals. Even though this key change can 

be seen within almost all companies, it is especially visible in the UK companies. For instance, 

in 2017, M&S was already ahead of sustainability reporting, including for example “Plan A” 

and supply-chain standards in its report. However, in 2023, M&S demonstrated even higher 

developed sustainability approach, as its sustainability communication became more embedded 

into broader strategic structures, integrated directly into governance and operational priorities, 

and net-zero strategy. Moreover, this shift can be clearly observed in ASOS: in 2017, social 

responsibility was linked to its “Fashion with Integrity” programme, where sustainability 

communication was strongly connected to brand identity and values. By 2023, the same 

programme was disclosed as a more formalized ESG framework that is a part of governance 

systems, risk management and measurable targets. The same pattern can also be noticed within 

EU companies, where for example HM Group and Inditex already demonstrated relatively 

advanced sustainability integration in 2017. In 2023, both companies had expanded this 

integration with structured reporting frameworks, KPIs and governance systems. All in all, 

sustainability communication was no longer limited to ethical positioning, but clearly 

embedded into governance systems across the business.  

As mentioned before, the 2023 reports increasingly included detailed KPIs, making the 

sustainability communication more measurable and structured. In the 2017 reports, 

sustainability communication was once again more often narrative-driven, without clear 

quantitative disclosure showing results and reliability. Although several companies already 

disclosed some sustainability metrics in 2017, quantitative reporting was generally narrower 

and less integrated across dimensions. In this key change, EU companies demonstrated 

particularly extensive quantitative disclosure by 2023, providing highly detailed audit data, 

supplier classifications and measurable environment indicators. Within 2017 UK companies, 

there were more variety, as Boohoo and JD Sports both only included limited measurable 

information, while M&S and Next already demonstrated more advanced KPI disclosure. By 

2023, all companies increasingly disclosed quantitative information, such as emissions data, 

circularity indicators, supplier environmental standards and corrective action plans.  

Supply-chain governance also became from limited to noticeably central to sustainability 

communication between 2017 and 2023. In the earlier reports, supplier disclosures were often 

connected to sourcing relationships or commercial performance, for example with JD Sports 

and Boohoo. Moreover, although several companies disclosed ethical sourcing and supplier 
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standards in 2017, the reporting was not related to governance, audits or traceability. By 2023, 

supply-chain governance had developed to structured sustainability reporting, both EU and UK 

companies increasingly disclosing supplier audits and methodologies, action plans and worker 

wellbeing initiatives. For example, Inditex dedicated an entire section to supplier relations, 

audit systems and improvement strategies. In conclusion, compared to most of the earlier 

reports, supply chains were now communicated as governance and accountability rather than 

one operational business function.  

One another important finding is that companies did not only disclose more sustainability 

information, yet it included more detailed, specific and structured explanations in 2023 reports. 

This development is especially visible among the EU companies, which most of them scored 

top scores in 2023 dimensions: the 2023 reports included detailed methodologies, 

classifications and reporting frameworks. For instance, Inditex demonstrated significantly 

granular reporting through its detailed SDG mapping system, where each individual SDG target 

is linked directly to company initiatives and GRI disclosures. Moreover, the other EU 

companies expanded the depth of their sustainability disclosure through more detailed 

frameworks, KPI reporting and governance disclosures. The UK companies also increased their 

report granularity, and overall, sustainability communication developed not only in quantity 

but also in-detail level specificity and disclosure. 

On top of all the other findings, across the reports and scoring is that the EU companies 

generally demonstrated a higher level of sustainability reporting in 2017, when comparing to 

the UK companies (Table 3). For instance, H&M Group and Inditex already scored top scores 

of all environmental and social dimensions in 2017, the rest of the EU companies also scoring 

at least 3 in the same year. Compared to the UK companies, M&S is the only company to reach 

EU -level scores in those dimensions, while J&D Sports and Boohoo scored 1 in all 2017 

environmental dimensions. Moreover, the only score less than 3 among EU companies is 

received by Zalando in G3 dimension, while within the UK companies G2 is the only 

dimension, where none of the companies scored less than 3. As a result, many EU companies 

showed smaller numerical improvements between 2017 and 2023 because several 

sustainability reporting structures were already found at the beginning of the examined period. 

Consequently, many of the broader reporting changes identified in this study became more 

visible within the UK companies, as the companies demonstrated greater variation and 

development between the reporting years.  
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Overall, the key changes indicate that sustainability communication developed significantly 

across both EU and UK clothing companies during the years 2017 and 2023, and all companies 

increased their scoring (see Table 3). The reports became increasingly measurable, detailed and 

formalized, as well as more integrated with broader governance and structures. EU companies 

already demonstrated higher reporting maturity in 2017, making the UK companies’ changes 

more visible between the reporting years. However, both groups evolved from narrative-based 

CSR communication to structured, clear and measurable ESG disclosure. 

5. Discussion 
This chapter of this master’s thesis discusses the findings through the perspective of 

Institutional theory and institutional isomorphism. The purpose of this section is to examine 

how institutional pressures, coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism, shaped 

sustainability communication practices among the companies. This section will take a closer 

look of each institutional pressure and discuss how these mechanisms contributed to either 

convergence or divergence in sustainability reporting between the report years 2017 and 2023, 

by connecting the empirical findings to institutional theory. All in all, the findings of this study 

suggest that sustainability communication within the clothing industry became more structured 

and institutionalized throughout the research period. 

5.1 Coercive Pressures 

As said before, coercive isomorphism happens when companies encounter both formal and 

informal pressure exerted by, among other things, government or other powerful actors which 

organizations are dependent (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) The findings of this study suggest that 

coercive institutional pressure played a remarkable role in shaping both EU and UK countries 

communication practices, however, especially among the European Union companies. In 2017, 

both EU and UK companies were operating under the European Union regulatory framework, 

as the United Kingdom was still a member of the European Union. However, despite the shared 

regulatory environment in 2017, the findings show that EU companies generally disclosed 

more advanced and mature sustainability reporting practices during the first reporting period. 

Several EU companies, such as H&M Group and Inditex, scored top scores within the first 

year, showing high developed ESG disclosures and structures, whereas some UK companies, 

such as Boohoo and JD Group, demonstrated limited sustainability communication. This 

finding reflects the influence of formal regulatory frameworks such as the Non-Financial 
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Reporting Directive (NFRD) was affecting EU companies earlier, making them internalize and 

institutionalize their reporting structures also earlier. 

The results also indicate that the upcoming Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive 

(CSRD), despite not yet being fully implemented during the empirical period, appears to have 

influenced reporting practices already by 2023. Several companies demonstrated the upcoming 

implementation by increasingly formalized sustainability disclosure structures, including 

stronger KPI disclosure, governance integration and standardized ESG communication. In this 

case, the upcoming CSR Directive was only affecting the EU companies in 2023, as they were 

affected by these coercive isomorphic pressures arising from EU legislation and regulatory 

expectations. This finding supports that coercive pressures do not only emerge when legal 

obligations are implemented, but also through anticipatory to make the future organizational 

adaptation easier. 

Although coercive pressure was more widely seen within European Union companies, the 

findings also suggest that United Kingdom companies did not substantially diverge from EU 

sustainability reporting practices, despite no longer being directly obligated to follow EU 

sustainability regulation and legislation. As seen from the findings, UK companies showed 

even stronger changes within advancing their sustainability reporting by adopting ESG 

structures, reporting frameworks and governance practices between the years 2017 and 2023. 

Moreover, UK companies continued to increasingly align their sustainability reporting with 

internationally recognized ESG structures and disclose practices, suggesting that coercive 

pressures alone cannot fully explain the convergence of sustainability communication practices 

between EU and UK companies.  

Moreover, as the Brexit process had already begun during the 2017 reporting period, the 

findings do not suggest that UK companies reduced any of their sustainability communication 

efforts, although the Brexit discussion was bringing institutional uncertainty. While Brexit may 

have weakened the predictability of the future EU coercive pressures for the UK companies, 

all the UK companies remained strongly influenced by institutional expectations coming from 

the EU, as well as improving their sustainability reporting disclosures. All in all, these coercive 

findings indicate that sustainability communication is influenced not only by regulation itself, 

but also by broader expectations coming from the stakeholders and international market 

pressures connected to legitimacy. 
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5.2 Mimetic Pressures 

Mimetic isomorphism occurs from uncertainty, and it usually leads companies to imitate 

processes from field leaders (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) When organizational technologies are 

poorly understood, companies lean on other organizations within the same environment that 

are perceived as successful or legitimate (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) The role of mimetic 

isomorphism was especially seen among UK companies, as the changes and improvements 

were more clear and visible compared to EU companies. For instance, companies such as 

Boohoo and JD Sports shifted from very limited sustainability disclosure in 2017 to formalized 

ESG structures by 2023, which many other report companies already showed signs in 2017. 

This development suggests that companies increasingly modeled their reporting practices by 

copying the sustainability leaders within the industry.  

Even though the withdrawal of United Kingdom from the European Union took place in 2020, 

the political discussion was already introduced before 2017, creasing institutional uncertainty. 

Moreover, in 2023 reports, companies were adapting to new regulation changes caused by 

Brexit. According to DiMaggio & Powell (1983), mimetic behavior arises under institutional 

uncertainty, which explains why UK companies increasingly adopted similar governance 

structures among leading EU companies, even though they were not under EU legislation and 

regulations in 2023. In conclusion, this suggests that imitation acted as an important tool for 

the UK companies, supporting institutional convergence despite changing political 

environment. 

Besides the institutional changes, the clothing industry itself has a strong position for mimetic 

pressures due to its high exposure especially for environmental and social criticism. Fashion 

companies are constantly under the microscope, facing significant stakeholder pressure related 

to labor conditions, supply chains, emissions and overconsumption. Therefore, adopting widely 

accepted sustainability reporting standards and practices play a key role in companies’ 

disclosure strategies to reduce institutional uncertainty and answering to stakeholders’ 

expectations. By 2023, most of the companies similarly disclosed supplier governance 

disclosures, KPIs and ESG frameworks. This suggests that mimetic pressure does not only 

reflect from regulatory influence, but also straight from the institutional pressures within the 

fashion industry. 
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5.3 Normative Pressures 

Normative isomorphism stems primarily from professionalization, reflecting shared 

understanding within the same environments, conducted for example from professional 

networks or industry associations (DiMaggio & Powell 1983) The findings of this research 

strongly suggest that normative institutional pressures played a key role in shaping 

sustainability reporting practices among both EU and UK companies. For instance, normative 

isomorphism was visible in the increasing similarity of reporting structures, as many companies 

changed their reporting style from narrative, brand -supporting reporting to increasingly 

measurable, detailed and formalized disclosure with broader governance and structures. By 

2023, companies also increasing relied on internationally recognized, voluntary sustainability 

frameworks, such as GRI, SDGs, TCFD and SASB, reflecting professionalization and the 

emergence of shared reporting norms across the field. 

It is also noticeable in 2023 reports that UK companies operating outside the direct EU 

regulatory frameworks also increasingly aligned their reporting practices with globally 

accepted sustainability standards. This indicates that the companies were increasingly 

following professional expectations regarding for example transparency, accountability and 

stakeholder engagement, rather than being solely shaped by national regulatory systems. This 

finding demonstrates that normative pressures extended beyond legal requirements. Moreover, 

common sustainability frameworks, such as GRI and SDGs, also create consistency and 

comparability, functioning as important institutional mechanisms across both companies and 

countries. As sustainability communication also shifted from story-telling voluntary CSR 

activity to structured governance process with measurable targets, it can also be seen that 

normative institutional pressures have affect the transformation of sustainability 

communication into a core organizational practice. 

 

6. Conclusions 
This master’s thesis examined sustainability communication in institutional change among 

selected five European Union and five United Kingdom clothing companies between the years 

2017 and 2023. The study focused evolving sustainability communication practices, especially 

on the effects of increasing EU sustainability regulation, including the Non-Financial 
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Reporting Directive, and the emerging Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) 

and European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS). Moreover, the research also focused 

on institutional implications of 2020, when the withdrawal of United Kingdom leaving 

European Union took place, excluding itself from EU’s single market and customs union. With 

the framework of Institutional Theory and the concept of institutional isomorphism, the 

research analyzed how coercive, normative and mimetic pressures shaped sustainability 

reporting practices within the clothing industry. 

Answering the main research question of this paper, “How did sustainability communication 

practices among EU and UK clothing companies evolve between 2017 and 2023 during a 

period of institutional change?”, one of the key findings demonstrates that sustainability 

communication became significantly more formalized. In 2017, most of the reports were 

narrative, value-based CSR communication, yet by 2023 the reporting evolved toward 

increasingly structured ESG disclosure with clear governance integration, measurable KPIs, 

external assurance practices and standardized reporting frameworks. Moreover, supply-chain 

governance and transparent stakeholder communication also became increasingly central. 

These findings suggest that sustainability communication has shifted to increasingly 

institutionalized core component and an important part of the whole company strategy, and it 

is no longer reputation-driven, yet voluntary. 

Furthermore, when comparing the chosen EU and UK companies, EU companies generally 

showed more advanced and mature sustainability disclosing practices already in 2017. Of the 

total of score of 32 per company, the lowest total score EU companies received in 2017 was 

25 (Benetton Group), while for the UK companies the lowest total score was 14 (Boohoo). 

Moreover, H&M Group and Inditex both already scored top scores in both environmental and 

social dimensions in 2017. Overall, within the first report period, EU companies were 

particularly advanced in disclosing environmental disclosures, governance structures and 

sustainability integration. This suggest that EU companies were more strongly and consistently 

influenced by coercive institutional pressures arising from European Union and its 

sustainability regulation and legislation.  

UK companies did not diverge from EU sustainability reporting practices over the reporting 

years, although Brexit was introducing the possibility of institutional divergence. In 2017, EU 

companies disclosed their sustainability practices in more mature way compared to the UK 

companies. However, by 2023, UK companies had increasingly adopted similar ESG 
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frameworks, as well as governance systems and reporting structures as EU companies. This 

finding demonstrates increased convergence between EU and UK companies during the 

examined period. 

As said before, this master’s thesis was shaped by Institutional theory and the concept of 

institutional isomorphism by DiMaggio & Powell (1983), which also underpins the second sub-

research question: “How did coercive, normative and mimetic institutional pressures shape 

sustainability disclosure practices among the selected companies?” Coercive pressures, 

particularly EU sustainability regulations, played a role in driving formalization in 

sustainability disclosures, especially within EU companies. However, mimetic pressures were 

visible especially among UK companies, which can partly be explained with institutional 

uncertainty. Normative pressures were seen within all reporting companies, and it was reflected 

in the adaptation of internationally recognized frameworks and the shift to structured and 

formalized sustainability disclosing.  

To answer the other sub-research question “In what ways did sustainability disclosure converge 

or diverge between EU and UK clothing companies during the research period”, the findings 

reveal both convergence and divergence in sustainability reporting. In the year 2017, most of 

the EU companies already demonstrated mature and developed sustainability disclosure, when 

UK companies had weaker environmental disclosures. However, by 2023, sustainability 

communication practices converged and both EU and UK companies were disclosing 

sustainability with more structured and formalized reporting styles. In conclusion, the 

examined period from 2017 to 2023 was convergence. 

The research gap examined in this study focused on finding evidence of how sustainability 

communication practices change or differ between EU and UK companies during the period of 

Brexit and increased sustainability regulation. While various research has examined 

sustainability communication and reporting, as well as institutional pressures affecting 

sustainability communication, little research had investigated how multiple institutional 

changes affect sustainability communication and whether companies converge or diverge 

under the conditions. From the perspective of institutional theory, the findings suggest that 

sustainability communication convergence is affected by all three institutional pressures. EU 

regulations constantly contribute to increasing formalization of sustainability reporting, and 

during the study period, companies were facing major regulatory changes. However, alongside 

the coercive pressures, the findings of this research clearly suggest that normative and mimetic 
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pressures played a role in shaping sustainability communication practices. For example, 

mimetic behavior arose within UK companies since Brexit created institutional uncertainty – 

imitation acted as an important tool for the UK companies. Moreover, by 2023, companies 

relied on recognized frameworks such as GRI, SDGs, TCFD and SASB, reflecting emergence 

of shared reporting norms and therefore normative pressure across the field.  

However, this study also has limitations. Firstly, the research focused on relatively small 

sample of clothing companies: five UK -based and five EU -based companies. Although the 

companies were carefully selected through criteria, the sample size is limiting the 

generalizability of the findings. Moreover, the company criteria in this research were limited 

only to companies operating in the fashion industry, also limited the generalizability across 

industries. This research also relied solely on companies’ annual and sustainability reports and 

was not investigating further sustainability communication, for example company website, 

social media or additional reports. Therefore, it can be said, that this study examines 

communicated annual sustainability practices rather than actual, multimedia sustainability 

performance. Lastly, because the study focused only the year 2017 and 2023 reports, long-term 

effects of CSRD and Brexit cannot yet be fully observed. 

7. Future research 
This master’s thesis was a longitudinal, qualitative study examining sustainability 

communication in institutional change among selected five European Union and five United 

Kingdom clothing companies between the years 2017 and 2023. As sustainability 

communication becomes increasingly institutionalized, further research is needed to 

understand changing institutional environments, as well as how it shapes companies’ 

sustainability disclosures. While the findings provide insights of how institutional pressures 

shape sustainability disclosing practices, several opportunities for future research remain. 

As said before, the company criteria of this research were limited only to companies operating 

in the fashion industry. The fashion and apparel field are characterized by extreme stakeholder 

scrutiny, especially regarding environmental and social impacts, such as labor conditions, 

supply-chain responsibility and other disadvantages of today’s unethical fast fashion. 

Therefore, it would be valuable to expand the scope of analysis beyond the clothing industry, 

to investigate whether similar patterns of institutional convergence appear, when stakeholder 

pressure is lower.  
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Second, future studies could further examine the long-term effects of Brexit and the Corporate 

Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). Since the withdrawal of United Kingdom from 

European Union happened in 2020 and CSRD entered into force after the empirical period of 

this study, the full impact on sustainability communication practices is hard to observe and 

evaluate. Future longitudinal studies could evaluate whether EU and UK sustainability 

reporting practices continue to converge or whether divergence eventually emerges over time, 

when the institutional uncertainty have disappeared.  

Moreover, future research could examine sustainability communication from the stakeholders’ 

perspective. This master’s thesis is fully conducted from the company perspective, 

investigating the sustainability disclosure development. However, future research could for 

example focus on investor expectations, consumer behavior and attitudes or supply-chain 

partnerships and investigate whether how sustainability communication practices are 

influenced from those perspectives. This could prove more detailed understanding of the 

reasons behind institutional convergence. 

Finally, statistical analysis of larger datasets could help measure the relative influence of 

coercive, normative and mimetic pressures on sustainability disclosure, reporting quality and 

convergence. A quantitative approach or a mix-method approach combing qualitative content 

analysis with clear data could provide deeper insights behind sustainability communication 

practices and decisions. 
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